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“Our Father…”
A familiar prayer can provide the occasion for fresh discoveries when
we use a method that Ignatius of Loyola described in his book, The
Spiritual Exercises. An alternative to “saying the prayer” is to imagine,
consider, and reflect on the many possible ways of understanding each
word and phrase. The exercise calls for spontaneity rather than serious
study, so creativity and openness are encouraged. We can, with
relative ease, find interesting and revelatory connections of faith with
everyday realities of our lives through this simple kind of prayer.
We might take “The Lord’s Prayer,” and begin by considering the many
positive ways we can consider God to be “our” Father. One of the first
words children learn is “mine,” and they can become quite possessive
of their parents and of everything around them. To say that the Father
is “ours” opens us to community at any and all levels. Though our
relationship with God is unique, we are not alone in that relationship.
We can rightly say “my” God, indicating our personal connection, but
“our” expands as wide as our imaginations might take us: fellow
believers, people around the world, those who call upon a personal
God as well as those who do not, and the God of all who exist. In this
kind of prayer, we can let our thoughts extend as far as grace and
inspiration support us.
In a similar fashion, we can take any word or phrase, and spend as
much time and think of as many possible ways of understanding them,
as we find meaningful. We can move on to the next word or set of
words whenever we wish. We might be surprised at the
interconnectedness of our beliefs and the ordinary elements of our
daily lives that come to mind during this spiritual exercise.
If the use of modern exercise machines in gyms, spas, and homes is
for the purpose of building up muscles, a spiritual exercise such as the
one proposed here builds up our trust in God. Every form of prayer
increases faith by using it, and hope and love also grow together with
faith that is exercised. Using the words of a familiar prayer in a slow,
meditative and reflective manner does not require an expensive
machine or membership in a club. The only requirement is that we
provide some of our time and attention for the sake of our spiritual
health.
For physical exercise, some people find that having workout
companions or personal trainers are a help. When we pray, we are
never alone: the Holy Spirit is a constant, dependable companion.

Though it may appear, in our consideration of words and phrases, that
we do all the work, God moves in our minds and imaginations, opening
possibilities for us that are helpful and encouraging. With physical
exercises, we are advised to start off with a few repetitions of lifting
weights, or taking a brisk walk for a few minutes and gradually
increasing our efforts over time. While it is reasonable to start out with
praying a few minutes and increasing the time as we find it profitable,
the length of time and the numbers of repeated exercises are not
nearly as valuable for us as is the attention we give to our Partner.
Trust makes every prayer of any kind worth while. Our thoughts and
considerations are important; the Company we keep is of ultimate
value.
Sometimes when we take words of a familiar prayer as here described,
all kinds of thoughts flow easily to mind. At other times, we might not
find such ease. Prayer is a bit like riding on a bicycle built for two,
where we are sometimes quite conscious that we are pedaling, and at
other times hardly aware of our efforts, yet all the time we are moving
forward, and we are always close to our Companion. “Our Father…”

